Citizen Demand for Interactive E-Government: The Case of Georgia Consumer Services
The movie analogies are inescapable. The catch phrase from the "Field of Dreams" perfectly fit the early days of the Internet, "If you built it they will come." This fantasy vision has proven hard to shake. Internet developments are amazing and they appeared to be driving our entire economy for a time. This so-called Internet bubble burst, but there is still a widespread belief that the Internet will eventually change everything, if given enough time. Such a view places a heavy burden on governments that must struggle to meet an impossible standard. Few governmental organizations have the financial resources to speculate on the most advanced technologies. They need meaningful guidance on how to best use their scarce resources.
While there is no doubt that the Internet offers many benefits, it would be foolish to believe every problem has an Internet solution-or that Internet applications will always be easy, simple, or straightforward. What we currently lack is adequate information about the demand for different types of Internet services. This is odd, since users will always have the last word on their value. Examining this issue from the consumer (citizen) side is essential to finding the right match between emerging technologies and citizen needs.
In this article, we seek to offer some insights into citizen's attitudes toward the use of several E-government tools. Our data are from a series of telephone polls that asked Georgia citizens' about different ways they might communicate with the Georgia Office of Consumer Affairs. The findings from this study suggest that the benefits of Citizen Demand for Interactive E-Government 2 some E-government services are not entirely obvious to the citizens that we expect to use them.
What is E-Government doing for Citizens?
The Internet is a powerful new tool, and many authors have expressed the hope that it can transform the relationship between government and citizens (Gore 1993; Koprowski 1995; Raney 2000; Verton 2000) . Discussions about the promise of E-government generally stress three things: easier access to information, more efficient service delivery, and improved communication. The goal is to create a more dynamic government with far greater citizen involvement. As stated by the Council for Excellence in Government (2001): "We do not just advocate substituting electronic for personal communications between people and public servants… we envision more strategic and satisfying personal communications of higher quality, supported by electronic information, sources, transactions, and interactions" (5). Estimates show that many governments are also walking the walk, and large expenditures on E-government services have been predicted (Taft 2001; Tillett 2000) .
What the research shows, however, is that the evolution of E-government is quite different from the expectations. The existing Internet applications focus on providing information and not on developing new ways to communicate. Early research by Stowers (1999) found that the E-government had arrived in the form of an electronic rolodex, and Weare, Musso, and Hale (1999) reached a similar conclusion. They found that local government Web sites in California served as electronic telephone books. Norris and Demeter (1999) found low levels of Email and Intranet usage by cities, and concluded that there was a general reluctance to embrace these new technologies.
More recently published research tells a similar tale. Moon (2002) sought to compare and contrast E-government rhetoric with the reality. As an initial step, he identified five stages in the development of E-government: (1) information dissemination, (2) two way communication, (3) service and financial transaction, (4) vertical and horizontal integration, and (5) political participation. After an analysis of data collected by the International City/County Management Association, he concluded that municipal governments were still at stage one or two. In his view, they had focused on providing information, and the two-way communication that did exist was highly structured. He described the state of e-government for many municipalities as "primitive." E-government is still developing, of course, but a pattern is now becoming clear.
There has been a general broadening of basic features. More governments have a Web site, and these sites have become increasingly sophisticated in the way they present information, but use of the Internet has not evolved to higher levels of sophistication (Holden, Norris, and Fletcher 2003) . As West (2004) notes, what we have seen to date is more of an incremental change and not a transformational stage
Is there a Demand for E-Government Services?
There is a need to know far more about the demand for Internet services. Governments cannot continue to assume that citizens are eager to use anything that they manage to put online. Such a conclusion would be strange indeed, given that a large proportion of the population does not visit the Internet at all.
The National Telecommunications and Information Administration (NTIA) studies disparities in levels of Internet access-what is now commonly called the digital divide. In its most recent study, the NTIA found that even though Internet use in the United States is growing rapidly among all demographic groups, important differences in Internet access persist with respect to income, race, educational attainment, and age. While basic Internet access is a fundamental concern, there is no reason to believe that those who make it to the Internet are enthusiastic about making a government connection. A Study by Thomas and Streib (2003) shows that the digital divide may actually be greater for government Web sites than the Internet as a whole. They found that visitors to government Web sites are "even better educated, more likely to be white, wealthier, and younger than are Internet users in general" (98-99).
There is also actual usage data available on visits to government Web sites and the numbers offer some surprises. In Utah, the state provides more than 150 services online, including renewal of auto registrations. To date, only 12 percent of such registrations are conducted online (Eggers 2004) . Georgia has experienced similar problems with driver's licenses (Stanford 2004) . A supervisor stated that long lines are "made worse by customers who refuse to renew their licenses by mail, phone or Internet.
Of the more than 1.9 million applications sent out for the service since Overall, there is currently a robust interest in the development of Internet applications-among both governments and citizens. The activity on both sides is certainly appropriate given the many benefits that the Internet offers, but the next step is unclear. The Internet can do more, and there are venders eagerly promoting new technologies, but investing in these technologies hard to justify without evidence that citizens are interested in more advanced Internet services. The findings of our study in Georgia shed some additional light on this subject.
The Georgia Office of Consumer Affairs
The State of Georgia created the Office of Consumer Affairs (OCA) in 1975 to enforce Georgia's Fair Business Practices Act and other consumer protection laws (OCA, 2004) . Since its inception, the OCA has expanded its functions considerably. Today, the OCA not only provides information and education about consumer issues but it also mediates complaints and enforces the fair business practices act, the lemon law, the buying services act, the Georgia charitable solicitations act, the consumer utilities counsel code provisions, unfair or deceptive practices toward the elderly, and the Georgia no call law (OCA, 2004) .
Individuals who seek to contact OCA can currently choose from four methods, which vary somewhat according to the type of service requested. They can send information requests via regular mail or by calling a toll-free number. A written form is required for complaints, which can be mailed or faxed. The services provided by the OCA web page are very limited. At present, it is not possible to request information or submit a complaint. Site visitors can download complaint forms.
Method
Our methodology involved the use of the Georgia Poll, which is a statewide telephone poll, conducted each quarter of the year. These polls frequently examine public policy issues and the need for specific types of government services. Each poll successfully contacts roughly 800 Georgia residents.
All adults living in Georgia, with a working telephone (including new and unlisted numbers but excluding cellular telephone numbers) are eligible to be included in the poll. Interviewers make calls throughout the day, seven days a week. Interviewers We compare the poll responses to data from the 2000 U.S. Census in Table 1 .
The poll results generally conform closely to the census data. Income diverges slightly, but we do not view this as a major issue. Once we account for missing values (as we do in the models we will examine shortly), the income variable conforms nearly perfectly to the population values-22 percent below $25,000 and 78 percent above $25,000.
Hypotheses and Expectations
We constructed our dependent variables from a series of items that presented different communication options: in-person contact at the OCA offices in Atlanta, forms available in a public place, a toll free phone number, a Web form, E-mail contact, forms downloadable from the Web, and regular postal mail. The respondents were asked to rate the effectiveness of each method, "if they had a consumer problem, such as a dispute with a business or a faulty product."
Our first analysis looks at the perceived effectiveness of the E-government services. The items offered four response categories, ranging from very effective to not effective at all. Our hypothesis is that our findings will mirror the digital divide. From our perspective, these types of E-government services appear to be appropriate and useful. Those respondents most likely to be Internet users should also be more likely to view these types of E-government services as effective, given that they actually have the means to benefit from them.
Second, we look at the service delivery preferences of the poll respondents. We do expect to find a preference for traditional communication methods, given the emerging view that electronic services are not fully accepted, but we also expect to find that electronic options generate substantial interest among those able to use them. This is especially true given that in-person meetings with OCA staff are only possible in Atlanta, and the poll items were explicit about this. As with the effectiveness analysis, we expect to see the affects of the digital divide-perhaps even to the extremes found by Thomas and Streib (2003) . If Internet visits to government sites are an elite activity, then it makes sense to think that elites would be more likely to prefer Internet delivery of government services. we did find that the vast majority of poll respondents viewed the E-government options as at least effective. Table 2 offers a slightly different perspective on these data-the effectiveness ratings for a three item index that we created from the three E-government service items (Web forms, E-mail access, forms on the Web). 1 As the Table shows, roughly 75% of the respondents viewed at least two E-government tools as effective. 
Findings

The Effectiveness Model
We used an ordered logit model to identify those factors associated with higher effectiveness ratings on our three variable E-government index. Our findings depart from what we had expected, showing only a modest conformity to the digital divide. We found that age had a curvilinear affect, as did Thomas and Streib (2003) . Holding other characteristics constant at their sample mean levels, as age increases, the probability of ranking electronic methods in a higher level of effectiveness increases, but peaks at about age 37 and then it declines. The age-squared variable demonstrates the negative impact of higher ages on perceptions of effectiveness. An affiliation with the Republican Party was also associated with higher E-government effectiveness ratings. With all other variables held fixed, the odds of a Republican rating the electronic services at a higher level of effectiveness are about 31 percent higher than the odds of an independent offering a similar rating. It is also worth noting that experiencing a consumer problem in the last six months did not affect the ratings on perceived effectiveness of E-government methods. Table 3 displays these findings. 
The Preferences Model
We constructed a new variable from the effectiveness items to learn more about
the preferences for what we termed P-government (people oriented government involving in-person or telephone contact) and E-government (electronic government). This variable divides the respondents into those that ranked both P-government and Egovernment as effective, those ranking E-government as effective and not P-government, those ranking P-government as effective and not E-government, and those respondents who did not give an effective rating to either method of transacting with government. 
Percent
Figure 2: Percent of Poll Respondents Preferring Different Service Delivery Modes, In-person (P-Government) or E-government
As Figure 2 shows, nearly half of the respondents indicated that both Pgovernment and E-government were effective; however, more respondents showed a preference for only P-government than was the case for E-government. We used a logistic regression model to identify the respondent characteristics associated with a preference for E-government only. Table 4 displays these findings.
What is most interesting about Table 4 is that there is scarcely a hint of the digital divide. The key variables are education related, and education has an impact even when we have controlled for views on effectiveness. This suggests that education has an independent impact on the preference for E-Government. When controlling for other individual characteristics--including the perception of the effectiveness of electronic Pearson χ2 = 48.9664 , Pr = 0.000; Gamma = 0.7985, ASE = 0.064
Linking Views of Effectiveness and Preferences
Conclusions
The thrust of our argument is that a belief in the superiority of Internet services is fueling concerns about supply. The predominant focus is currently on the enormous potential of the Internet and not on the limitations. We argue for more of a balanced perspective. It is possible that current and future technologies will ultimately transform the relationship between citizens and government, but such a scenario is going to take many years to unfold. Government Web sites are currently a fantastic information resource--they need to be consolidated and improved, but there is no solid evidence that they are failing to meet existing needs.
Although our study examined just one type of service in one state, we are confident that our findings say something about how citizens view E-government services. One main reason is that we compiled a large data set from four different statewide polls. This allows us to better assess the views of important populations subgroups-minorities, younger and older respondents, those who had a recent consumer problem, etc. Also, we were able to look at essentially the same population as Thomas and Streib (2003) , during a later, but still comparable, time period. This is especially interesting given that the Thomas and Streib study found evidence of a pronounced digital divide, which was most striking among visitors to government Web sites.
We expected our study to validate previous findings about the impact of the digital divide, but this is not what happened. A broad segment of our respondents rated E-government services as effective, but they did not prefer to use them. Views on the value of E-government services did not correspond with factors associated with the digital divide, such as race and income. We did find that younger respondents were more likely to view E-government services as effective and that the more educated were more likely to prefer electronic communications, but, overall, our findings contrast fairly sharply with what we expected to find. To some extent, our findings give a glimpse of what lies beyond the digital divide. We are at a point where the majority of our respondents could understand the benefits of electronic services and rate them as being effective. This demonstrates a growing sophistication; however, what is surprising is that these types of interactive E-government services held relatively little appeal.
One interpretation of these findings is to say that they apply only to an atypical, highly stressful (nuanced) situation. There is probably some truth to this view; the situation we studied is certainly not the same as paying a water bill. That said, however, government officials are constantly communicating with citizens concerned about complex personal issues and human problems of all kinds. What is the role of interactive E-government if most or many of these situations need to be handled in-person? One aspect of our findings that deserves additional emphasis is that experiencing a recent consumer problem did not have an impact on E-government preferences. This would happen if this particular issue drove the poll responses. The effect on attitudes would be greatest for those respondents most affected.
If E-government is to evolve, then it seems essential that electronic services must eventually replace other, more expensive, forms of service delivery. This would justify the up-front development costs. Private business are motivated to provide services in a myriad of formats to remain competitive and reach new markets, but do citizens want to pay extra for this level of government flexibility? This probably would not strike most taxpayers as an important innovation. In the case of the Georgia Office of Consumer Affairs, staff could focus on cases where they can be most effective if they could handle more routine matters electronically-perhaps by sending a link to information answering common questions. Such balancing is only possible if there is a substantial interest in the electronic offerings.
Some sort of promotional strategies may help to build an interest in interactive technologies, but this will just add to costs. Does it make sense to develop and promote new E-government applications when citizens are content to use existing services? There may be situations where the cost savings would justify such efforts, but this is not the start of a radical transformation of how government operates. Government officials should always be encouraged to look for ways to improve services, but there should be no shame in doing some things in old-fashioned ways when the work is getting done.
Incremental adoption of E-government technologies does not indicate failure. Continued efforts to determine what citizens actually want will produce the best results.
